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1mages of Female and Male Elected Officials: 
The Effect of Gender and Other Respondent Characteristics 
Janet K. Boles 
Marquette University 
One of the best-documented findings of social science is 
that women and men are perceived in a stereotyped manner . 1 
Others have focused on the correlation between these gender -
based stereotypes and various social, psychological, and demo -
graphic characteristics. 2 This study is concerned with three 
related questions. First, are males and females in elective office 
perceived in conformity with these general social stereotypes? 
Second, do men and women differ in their evaluations of male 
and female elected officials? And finally, what is the relationship 
between certain demographic and attitudinal characteristics 
and perceptions of males and females in political office? 
Gender Bias in the Electorate 
One explanation of the underrepresentation of women in 
elected office is that women candidates are disadvantaged by a 
belief that politics and public affairs belong in the male domain. 
Those attempting to measure gender bias in the electorate have 
adopted a variety of approaches, including analysis of election 
results, simulations. and survey research. 
Those using data from elections involving women have 
generally found that gender has little or no impact on candidate 
success . 3 Studies using experimental designs that simulate 
elections also have shown little gender bias within these special 
populations (often high school and college students) .4 Issue 
positions, level of office sought, and gender both of candidate and 
respondent interact in a complex manner. Gender bias. when 
found, appears to favor women candidates, particularly among 
female respondents. 
Recent survey data have also indicated an increased 
willingness to vote for (hypothetical) women candidates seeking 
a variety of offices. 5 For example, 78% of a national sample polled 
in 1984 were willing to vote for a qualified woman for President . 6 
However, those surveys that include items on beliefs and atti-
tudes concerning women's political roles have found continuing 
gender role stereotyping .7 A survey conducted for the National 
Women 's Political Caucus during the week following the 1984 
pres idential election indicated that women candidates were 
perceived more positively than men on seven of ten measures of 
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personal and professional stereotypes. Specifically, women rate 
higher than men on being caring, being effective, having strong 
opinions, having new ideas, fighting for their beliefs, under-
standing the needs of voters, and speaking directly to the point. 
Women are judged equal to men on having leadership qualities 
and on inspiring confidence. Toe single characteristic on which 
women are stereotyped negatively compared to men is the ability 
to handle a crisis. 8 
As was true in the early seventies, 9 women still are viewed 
as possessing special qualifications for public office that are 
closely linked to traditional gender roles. This more recent 
survey suggests that the public now defines other qualifications 
for office in terms that are gender neutral. Toe persistence and 
determinants of any gender stereotyping in the formation of 
images of female and male elected officials are the basic ques-
tions to be examined here. 
Method 
Subjects and Procedure 
Questionnaires were filled out by 379 undergraduate 
students enrolled in introductory political science courses at a 
large state university in the Southwest (N=l85) and a private 
university in the Midwest (N= 194). All data were collected during 
a regularly scheduled class in Fall, 1980. Cases with missing 
data were deleted from specific statistical analysis. 
Approximately three-fifths of the students were male; 
two-fifths were female. Toe majority (83%) were between 18 and 
21 years of age. Only 2.4% were black. However, the sample was 
diverse in terms of religious affiliation, socio-economic status, 
and political party identification, interest, knowledge, and ideol-
ogy, so as to allow a test of the effect of these variables on 
evaluations of male and female politicians. 
Measures 
An adaptation of Osgood's Semantic Differential was used to 
measure perceptions of the labels, "Male/ "Female," "Male in 
Elected Office," and "Female in Elected Office. "10 Toe instrument 
consisted of 25 bipolar pairs of adjectives chosen to reflect char-
acteristics of five general categories: trustworthiness, human 
concern, efficiency, vitality, and stability.11 Toe bipolar terms 
were arranged in a seven point continuum format, with negative 
and positive ends placed randomly on the questionnaire so as to 
avoid any response set bias. Subjects were instructed to check 
the space between the paired terms that best reflected their per-
ception of the four labels. In addition, the continuum "Conserva-
tive-Liberal" was analyzed independently of the five scales. 
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Results 
Findings: Perceptions of the Four Labels 
In general, it was expected that stereotyping of males and females 
in elected office would be sf.milar to but weaker than the gender 
role stereotypes associated with males and females per se. That 
ts. it was predicted that females and females in elected office 
would be perceived as more caring, trusted, and liberal individu-
als. while males and males in elected office would be ranked 
higher on stability, vitality, and efficiency. 12 
Table 1 
Mean Scores 1 of Labels on the Scales and Continuum 
Scale/Continuum Label Diference of Label Means 
M F MP FP M-F MP-FP M-MP F-FP 
Liberal 3 .70 4.11 3.54 4.49 -.4l2 -.94 2 .16 -.38 2 
Effici ency 24 .79 22 .86 25.47 26.45 1.92 2 -.98 2 -.68 2 -3 .69 2 
Trust 22 .33 25.15 20 .54 25.57 -2.82 2 -5 .03 2 l. 79 2 -.42 
Concern 20 .78 26 .66 19.00 24 .02 -5.88 2 -5.02 2 1.78 2 2 .64 2 
Vitality 25 .01 23.22 23.22 23 .31 l. 78 2 -.09 1.78 2 -.09 
Stability 24.04 2 l.11 24.78 24.80 2.93 2 -.02 -.74 2 -3.69 2 
N = 356 
'The high er the score, the more positive the ranking . 
2S!gniflcant at the .0 I level. 
Table 1 shows the student 13 perceptions of the four labels 
on each of the five scales and the liberal-conservative contin -
uum. A T-test was used to indicate the significance of the 
difference in the means of the two gender labels. the two political 
gender labels, and each of the gender/ political gender label pairs 
on the scales and continuum. 
As expected, the lowest scales on the female label were 
stability, efficiency, and vitality, in that order; human concern 
was perceived as the strongest characteristic of the female label. 
Contrary to expectations , however, the same pattern did not 
appear on the female political label. Human concern, along with 
vitality, were ranked as the weakest characteristics of women in 
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political office: efficiency and trustworthiness appeared as the 
highest scales on this label. As expected, the highest scales 
within both the male and female political labels were vitality, 
efficiency, and stability . 
Women in political office were perceived as significantly 
more liberal, efficient, trustworthy, and concerned than their 
male counterparts and equally vital and stable. When compared 
with women in the general population, females in elected office 
were seen again as equally vital and significantly more liberal and 
efficient, as well as more stable. Furthermore, the often noted 
general decline in public trust of political officials is apparently 
inapplicable to women in politics. Whereas the male political 
label was perceived as significantly less trustworthy than the 
male label, women in elected office were viewed as slightly more 
trustworthy than women in general, although the difference was 
not significant. Only on the scale of human concern (which is 
most closely linked with the traditional role of women as nurtur-
ing, sacrificing, and morally superior beings) were women in the 
general population perceived in a significantly more positive 
manner. It is also interesting that two attributes, efficiency and 
stability, appear to be strongly associated with the political role 
per se. On these scales the two political labels were rated more 
positively than were the two gender labels. Indeed, only on these 
scales were men in elected office perceived in more positive terms 
than were men in the general population. 
Findings: Gender Differences Among Respondents 
Although it was assumed that certain stereotypes would be 
shared by both men and women, it was expected that less 
stereotyping and more positive perceptions of women and women 
in politics would be found among female college students. 14 
Table 2 shows the evaluations, by sex, of the four labels 
on each of the five scales and the liberal -conservative contin-
uum. As predicted, female undergraduates viewed the two 
female labels in significantly more positive terms than did males. 
However, female college students were generally more favorable 
toward the male labels as well. Furthermore, male and female 
students showed identical ordinal rankings of the four labels on 
the liberal -conservative continuum and the efficiency, trust, and 
concern scales. Only on the stability items did female under-
graduates engage in lower levels of gender role stereotyping of 
women in politics. Women in elected office were ranked highest 
in stability by female college students: their male counterparts 




Means Scores' of Labels on the Scales and Continuum, By Sex 
Scale/Continuum Males Females M/F Difference 
of Means 
Liberal 
Male 3.71 3.63 .08 
Female 4.13 4.10 .03 
Male in elected office 3.58 3.42 .16 
Female in elected office 4.56 4.43 .13 
Efficiency 
Male 24.55 25.16 -.39 
Female 21.58 24.69 -3.ll2 
Male In elected office 24.83 26.30 -1.47 
Female in elected office 25.01 28 .48 -3 .47' 
Trust 
Male 22.73 22.07 .66 
Female 24.32 25 .33 -l. 0l2 
Male in elected office 20.13 20 .9 7 -.84 
Female in elected office 24.46 27.10 -2.64 2 
Concern 
Male 20.80 20 .8 7 -.07 
Female 26.04 27.45 -1.412 
Male in elected office 18.82 19 .02 -.20 
Female in elected office 23.06 25.01 -1.95 2 
Vitality 
Male 24.49 25.79 -1.30 2 
Female 22 .77 23.99 -1.22 2 
Male in elected office 22.58 24.08 -1. 50' 
Female In elected office 22.58 24.33 -1. 75 2 
Stability 
Male 24 .3 9 23.68 . 71 
Female 19.88 22.82 -2.94 2 
Male in elected office 24 .58 25.13 - .55 
Female in elected office 23.50 25 .73 -2 .23 2 
N=356 
'The higher the score, the more positive the ranking. 
'Significant at the .001 level. 
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Findings: Predictors of Evaluations 
of Males and Females in Elected Office 
The relationship between several characteristics of the 
respondents and evaluations of males and females in elected 
office was also examined. 15 Because the structural correlates of 
sex role orientations are dilf erent for men and women, 16 the 
evaluations of male and female undergraduates were analyzed 
separately. The standardized regression coefficients between the 
independent variables and evaluation of the two political labels 
appear in Tables 3 and 4. It is evident that the (generally weak) 
predictive value of each independent variable differs not only 
according to sex of the respondent but also between the two 
political labels and, within the label, by scale. 
Socio-economic status . Some studies have indicated 
that the educational level of the mother is related to sex role 
orientations of children. More highly educated mothers are felt to 
be less traditional in their own sex role views and tend to transmit 
these orientations to their children. 17 A similar process also 
explains the positive association that exists between the mother's 
participation in the labor force during a child's school years and 
lower levels of sex role stereotyping among children. 18 In con-
trast, Hershey found that family socio-economic status was 
unrelated to sex role stereotyping. 19 Others studying support for 
female candidates also have found status to be a weak predic-
tor. 20 
Here a high socio-economic status was negatively related 
to most evaluations of both political labels. The educational level 
of the mother also had a weak and complex relationship with 
student perceptions of males and females in political office. In 
general, the educational attainment of the mother was more 
predictive of male student attitudes. The occupational status of 
the mother was positively associated with most evaluations of 
both labels. The strongest relationships were found on the female 
label and among male students. Such findings, however, cannot 
be entirely explained by the presence of a successful career 
woman as role model since having a housewife/mother was also 
positively associated with evaluations. 
Demographic characteristics . Because of the homoge-
neity of the college student group, age was found to be only 
moderately related to evaluations of the labels. Younger students 
in general were more positive toward both labels. Several studies 
have found that Catholics tend to oppose egalitarian sex roles 
more than do non-Catholics. 21 However, religion has not proven 
to be a substantial predictor of willingness to support fem ale 
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Table 3 
RegreHion of Respondent Characteristics Upon the Female Political Label Scales by Sex 
Predictors Liberal Efficiency Trust Concern Vitality Stability 
M F M F M F M F M F M F 
Socio-Economic Status 
Moth er 's occupation - .14 - .10 .23 .13 .30 .21 . 17 .23 .38 - .14 .39 .19 
Moth er 's education .18 - .09 .00 .00 .09 .03 .12 -.02 . 10 - .02 -.03 .06 
Mother's labor force 
participation 1 - .05 -.23 . 15 . 15 .20 .03 . 13 .05 .34 -. 14 .26 .27 
Family status -.03 .12 -.05 -.02 - .16 -.08 -.07 -.06 -.08 .10 -. 10 -. 11 
N) 
Demographic Characteristics <:)1 
Age -.02 -.06 -. 14 -.10 -.09 - .04 -.05 -. 10 .11 .06 - .04 .03 
Religious afilliation 2 - .08 - .01 -.08 -. 17 -.06 - .24 .00 -.15 .00 - .06 -.07 -. 17 
Political 
Party Identification • .08 -.13 -.05 .02 .00 .07 -.03 .06 -.10 -.06 - .08 .06 
Politi cal Ideology' . 15 -.37 .00 . 10 .00 .03 .04 .01 - .07 .05 - .02 .22 
Political Interest .12 .00 - .14 .02 -.05 .08 -.06 .07 - .07 -.13 .01 .00 
Women & Politics 
Vote for female candidate -. 10 .09 .39 .27 .21 .25 . 18 .30 .33 .30 .39 .33 
Knowledge of women in politics .05 .00 -.06 .09 -. 12 -.06 -.07 -.16 .00 .03 -.07 .08 
multiple r2 .09 .15 .20 . 11 . 11 . 17 .06 . 19 .19 .11 .20 . 18 
Female N = 132; Male N = 189. 1 l=Works ; 2=Does not work. 
4 l=Liberal; 7=Conservative . 
• l=Non -Catholic; 2=Catholic. 3 1 =Republican; 2=Democrat. 
Note: Entries are standardized regression coefficients. 
Table 4 
RegreBBion of Respondent Characteristics Upon the Male Political Label Scales by Sex 
Predictors Liberal Efficiency Trust Concern Vitality Stability 
M F M F M F M F M F M F 
Socio-Economic Status 
Mother 's occupation .08 .02 .01 .21 .14 .14 .12 .26 .27 .02 .14 .16 
Mother's education - .14 .02 - .06 -.02 .06 .02 - .04 -.03 -.05 - .11 .06 .11 
Mother's labor force 
participation 1 .00 .21 -.06 .33 .08 .21 .16 .23 .08 .02 .16 .27 
Family status .05 -.12 .08 .00 -.01 -.05 .11 - .05 -.02 .12 -.02 -.20 
N) 
Demographic Characteristics O') 
Age -.09 . 15 - .07 -.17 .00 -.03 .04 - . 12 -.02 -.03 -.07 -.04 
Religious affiliation• . 12 -.04 .04 - .04 -.04 .00 -.02 .08 .08 .03 -.09 -.06 
Political 
Party identification 3 .04 -.14 -.15 .03 -.12 .04 -.05 .00 - . 11 .05 -.07 -.11 
Political ideology• -.03 -.01 .00 .18 -.07 .34 -.03 .29 -.02 . 19 -.06 .10 
Political interest .11 .10 . 11 - .16 .18 .01 .21 .04 .16 - .01 .13 -.15 
Women & Politics 
Vote for female candidate - .05 .02 -.11 - .24 -.02 -.15 -.08 -.07 -.06 -.05 .00 -. 16 
Knowledge of women in politics -.02 .11 -.08 .13 -. 15 . 15 - .14 .15 -.17 .06 -.10 .13 
multiple r .07 .10 .08 .18 .07 . 15 .08 .14 . 10 .05 .05 .12 
Female N = 135; Male N = 188. 1 l=Works; 2=Does not work. 2 l=Non-Catholic; 2=Catholic. 3 l=Republican; 2=Democrat. 
4 1 =Liberal; 7 =Conservative. 
Note: Entries are standardized regression coefficients. 
candidates. 22 The data here indicate that Catholic female stu-
dents are markedly less positive in their evaluations of women in 
elected office on four of the five scales. Religion appears to play 
little or no role, however, in shaping male student attitudes or in 
forming female attitudes toward the male political label. 
Political characteristics. Others have found that party 
identillcation, ideology, and level of political activity have no 
strong or uniform association with support for female candidates 
or attitudes toward women in politics. 23 Here. too, the three 
political variables explained very little of the variation in the 
1mages of women in politics and not always in the expected 
direction. Despite the well-established linkage between liberal-
ism and feminism, for example, a conservative political ideology 
was associated with the stability scale among female under-
graduates. The political variables were far better predictors of at-
utu des toward the male political label, particularly among male 
students. High levels of political interest and Republican party 
identification were positively associated with all scales of th e 
male political label among male students. 
Women and politics. As was expected, willingness to 
support a woman for a variety of public offices was strongly and 
uniformly associated with positive evaluations of females in 
elected office and, to a lesser extent, with less favorable images 
of men in politics among both male and female students . It was 
also expected that those holding positive images of women 
politicians would also be most aware of current female office-
holders and women's interest groups. Findings here, however, 
were mixed and contradictory. Given the very low levels of 
information (mean= 1. 7) among all students. these data probably 
do not provide a test of the relationship between these variables . 
Discussion 
What are the implications of this study for successful 
female candidacy and officehold.ing? The limits of using college 
students must be recognized. College students are younger. 
better educated. and presumably less committed to traditional 
sex role orientations than those in the general voting population . 
Potential voter discrimination may be underestimated by reli-
ance on student respondents. Further. the situation created here 
was somewhat artificial in that students were asked to form 
images of hypothetical male and female elected officials, rather 
than of actual incumbents. 
Even so, the findings suggest an impressive reservoir of 
positive images of women in elected office, based in part upon a 
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view of women as morally superior (1. e. more honest and caring). 
Although off ertng women initial advantages in gaining office, 
acceptance of women's moral superiority could prove to be a 
barrier to effectiveness once in office. Political claims based on 
traditional roles can reinforce these roles in public office. relegat-
ing women to specializations in health. education, and welfare. 
College students also perceived women officials as more liberal. 
Given a political environment that is hostile toward the tradi-
tional liberal agenda. this view of women in politics also may have 
a negative impact on fem ale candidacy. 
On a more positive note. a highly favorable image of 
women in politics was found among female college students and. 
to a lesser extent, among males as well. Not only were women in 
elected office evaluated more positively than men on traditionally 
female traits, they were also perceived as equal or superior to 
male politicians in terms of masculine characteristics. This is 
particularly significant in that both men and women under -
graduates perceived the female gender label as the least efficient 
and stable of the four labels, a finding that indicates some 
stereotyping still persists among college students. Only on the 
human concern scale did "political woman as superwoman" 
falter: college students perceived the female political label as 
significantly lower in concern than the female label. 
The contribution of socio-economic status, demographic 
characteristics, and political indicators to the evaluations was 
relatively weak. The independent variables taken together ac-
counted for only a small portion (i. e. between five to twenty 
percent) of the variation in most dimensions. Furthermore, the 
relationships that appeared were often at variance with the 
findings of those who have studied the structural and attitudinal 
correlates of sex role stereotyping. One explanation is that the 
diffusion of feminist and egalitarian values throughout the 
college population has made these traditional indicators less 
predictive of images of male and female politicians . A second, and 
complementary. explanation is that images of women and men 
in politics are less related to sex role stereotypes and feminism 
than assumed. That is, the images tapped here may also reflect 
fundamental attitudes toward politics, government. and the 
basic nature of men and women (in a philosophical sense) . Thus, 
both liberal Democrats and conservative Republicans logically 
could hold positive images of women in politics. Perplexing 
though these relations are, knowledge of the correlates of politi-
cal images is important for understanding the context in which 
women in politics operate. 
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